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One of the most troubling aspects of our modern education system is the ubiquitous presence 

of achievement gaps. This is the term that we have applied to fact that people of colour experience 

below average educational outcomes throughout the Western world. In Nova Scotia, countless 

governmental studies have examined the issue and report that this trend is, in fact, impacting students 

in the province (see Black Learners Advisory Committee, 1994; Council on Mi’kmaq Education, 2017; 

Gillborn, Demack, Rollock, & Warmington, 2017; Strand, 2014; Yeh 2017; Nova Scotia Department of 

Educations, 2016A; Nova Scotia Department of Education, 2016B). The cause of this disparity is ever 

present. Consider the term ‘people of colour’ itself, used so capriciously above, which signifies non-

white and, in turn, reinforces the idea that white is a baseline for identity while people of colour possess 

something that makes them different and other than.   

Our entire civilization, our language, and our epistemological understandings are shaped by a 

white, Eurocentric, patriarchal, hetero-masculine, and Christian worldview that has strangled much of 

the globe for centuries. It has bred racism, religious fanaticism, misogyny, homophobia, and class 

divisions. This is a view that has resorted to slavery, exploitation, colonialism, genocide, and Fox News to 

sustain its total dominance, and it is the foundation upon which our society exists. We are, however, 

living in what some call a postcolonial moment—what we are able to know about the world, and how 

we are able to access, share, and apply that knowledge is allowing us to identify these oppressive 

systems of power and consider their effects. In the field of education, curriculums, methods, and 

pedagogical philosophies have repeated and normalized white supremacy for generations and those 

who teach and administer school systems in 2018 are all products of that tainted process.  

Critical theory explores the complexities of these dynamic social systems of power and how they 

act upon race, gender, class, language, culture, and psychology. Critical pedagogy concerns itself with 

how these factors can be identified and countered through education. It seeks to liberate people from 

oppression by helping them recognize what factors impact their lives, how these are connected to larger 
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issues reflecting systems of power, and how to apply critical thought to problems in order to overcome 

them. As such, a critical approach to education is particularly well suited to examine and address 

achievement gaps in Nova Scotia and elsewhere.   

Hip hop, popularly conceived of as a musical genre or a term interchangeable with an urban 

black aesthetic, is a dynamic culture that is expressed through the arts, language, and fashion; grounded 

in a profound philosophical and theoretical worldview shaped by its development as a non-dominant 

cultural product and its subsequent growth into a mainstream cultural force. Despite its now global 

reach, hip hop remains underrepresented in the academy. This paper will investigate the links between 

contemporary critical theory and Hip Hop Based Education (HHBE) to demonstrate the latter’s ability to 

address the complex intersections of culture and identity in educational spaces. 

This paper will borrow from Said (1997) and Butler (2004) to argue that achievement gaps are 

the result of, in part, a pervasive imperial and colonial influence that troubles the intelligibility of people 

who do not identify with or adhere to dominant social paradigms. Hip hop culture, once a subaltern and 

dissident voice of opposition to mainstream discourse that has come to dominate and define popular 

culture in the twenty-first century, has an intrinsic critical character and its modes of expression—

typified by the Elements of hip hop: MCing, DJing, breakdancing, and graffiti—present us with new ways 

of thinking about critical pedagogical practices.  

Hip hop culture is something that many youth—particularly, but by no means exclusively, those 

in marginalized communities—understand. It informs their worldview and the way that they generate 

and process knowledge. Hip Hop Based Education is about finding ways to derive pedagogical methods 

from the culture’s aesthetic models. How can the practice of sampling teach research skills? What can 

the philosophy behind a freestyle cipher bring to the classroom? What can rap music’s lyrical wordplay 

teach us about language? These are all important questions that HHBE seeks to answer. Through a 
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comparison the work of Said and Butler to the aesthetic and philosophical implications of hip hop 

cultural practices in educational spaces, those answers may provide new ways of addressing 

achievement gaps in Nova Scotia. 

 

Imperialism and identity 

Counteracting institutionally-derived problems like achievement gaps requires consideration of 

the social and historical factors that produce them in the first place. Far too many are prone to 

dismissing their existence based on longstanding racist assumptions about the abilities of Indigenous 

and African Nova Scotian people and, as Said (1997) has argued, “we are at a point in our work when we 

can no longer ignore empires and the imperial context in our studies” (p. 6). The history of the world is 

not an abstraction that can be overlooked, it is the context for all things and its cumulative effects 

influence virtually all human affairs. The last few centuries have seen a curious dynamic at play on the 

global stage, in which small, Western powers have asserted a self-proclaimed authority over much of 

the world. Said (1997) says,  

The great imperial experience of the past two hundred years is global and universal; it 

has implicated every corner of the globe, the colonizer and colonized together. Because 

the West acquired world dominance, and because it seems to have completed its 

trajectory by bringing about “the end of history” as Francis Fukuyama has called it, 

Westerners have assumed the integrity and the inviolability of their cultural 

masterpieces, their scholarship, their worlds of discourse; the rest of the world stands 

petitioning for attention at our windowsill (p. 159). 
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This colonial project was brutal beyond words. It was used to justify genocide, slavery, 

exploitation, and the wholesale theft of national resources. Perhaps more insidiously, imperialism 

attacked the roots of human identity; stripping people of their names, their religion, their language, 

their rituals, and their humanity in order to reinforce the idea that white, Western European men are 

superior to all others. Their chokehold on the world has only started to loosen in the last few 

generations: slavery was abolished in the Western world, women were granted the right to vote, 

countries declared their independence from their colonial captors. All of these steps were taken in 

various official forms, but the imperial ideas behind the repugnant practices necessitating them lingered 

and oppression continued in other ways. There are some who resent the liberation of people, who view 

it as an emasculating concession, and respond with racism, misogyny, homophobia, classism, and other 

forms of bigotry. At this point in history we find ourselves, oppressed and oppressor together, 

ensconced in systems of thought and belief, social practices and norms, that are all informed by the 

cruelty of imperialism. Said (1997) argues that, 

In short, we face as a nation the deep, profoundly perturbed and perturbing question of 

our relationship to others—other cultures, states, histories, experiences, traditions, 

peoples, and destinies. There is no Archimedean point beyond the question from which 

to answer it; there is no vantage outside the actuality of relationships among cultures, 

among unequal imperial and non-imperial powers, among us, and others; no one has 

the epistemological privilege of somehow judging, evaluating, and interpreting the 

world free from the encumbering interests and engagements of the ongoing 

relationships themselves (p.55). 

We exist within a global social context that has been shaped by the interplay between various 

groups with disparate degrees of power and agency. History lays us bare. We cannot extract ourselves 

from it, leaving us to navigate its complex social terrain as we experience the world. It is important, 
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then, to recognize in this grim view of history the Western tendency toward placing their own, beneficial 

accounting at the center of public knowledge. Said (1997) continues,  

As we look back on the cultural archive, we begin to reread it not univocally but 

contrapuntally, with a simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitan history that is 

narrated and of those other histories against which (and together with which) the 

dominating discourse acts (p. 51). 

It is precisely this dominating discourse that results in achievement gaps. The discourse sought to 

establish the centrality of white, male, heterosexual, Christian identity as the pinnacle of humanity and 

define all forms of personal and cultural identity by their relation to that model. For those who closely 

resemble this model, education comes in familiar forms, drawing from the cultural well of their own 

heritage to inform the style, content, and purpose of educational practices. Those who do not resemble 

the model are subjected to varying degrees of dismissal. They are not represented in the material, their 

ways of knowing are ignored, and their culture is taught to them through an imperial lens on holidays 

that misrepresent them. The problem lies in the fact that this model has reduced the complexity of 

human identity to oversimplified categorizations that sustain dehumanizing systems. Said (1997) 

recognizes the absurdity of this idea and the importance of resisting it: 

No one today is purely one thing. Labels like Indian, or woman, or Muslim, or American 

are not more than starting-points, which if followed into actual experience for only a 

moment are quickly left behind. Imperialism consolidated the mixture of cultures and 

identities on a global scale. But its worst and most paradoxical gift was to allow people 

to believe that they were only, mainly, exclusively, white, or Black, or Western, or 

Oriental. Yet just as human beings make their own history, they also make their cultures 

and ethnic identities. No one can deny the persisting continuities of long traditions, 
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sustained habitations, national languages, and cultural geographies, but there seems no 

reason except fear and prejudice to keep insisting on their separation and 

distinctiveness, as if that was all human life was about (p. 336). 

It is this process of categorization, of inclusion and exclusions (both consciously and 

subconsciously), that drives the social injustices that sustain oppressive systems. Said is correct in 

acknowledging that non-hegemonic cultural expressions cannot be denied, which leaves us to evaluate 

how they are received and how that reception contributes to our shared human experience.  

 

Troubling the waters of intelligibility 

 It has been argued that much of our social engagement with the world lies in the nature of our 

experiences with others. Butler (2004) has declared that, “The body has its invariably public dimension; 

constituted as a social phenomenon in the public sphere, my body is and is not mine” (p. 21). In this 

sense, Butler offers an argument similar to Said’s, that we are imbricated in a complex social system. 

Where Said focused on the ways that imperialism has influenced culture and social norms to the point 

that they shape our interactions and understanding of the world, Butler looks at the nature of those 

interactions, themselves.   

 Imagine that we lived in a world where every person carried a set of cards with them. Whenever 

someone encounters another person they each hold up their cards for the other to see. Each card 

represents an aspect of the holder’s identity, from race and gender to class and education level. All 

people are trained to understand what the cards mean though the educational instructions that are 

provided both formally and informally, virtually everywhere. The examples in the instructions always 

feature the same identity cards, and because this card system is a significant part of society, some 

consider people who have the same cards as the examples in the instructions to be special—the clear 
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epitome of what it is to be a person under this system—and those who do not have the same cards to 

be lesser forms of humanity. In time, others discovered that the instructions had been written by a 

group of people who shared the identities in the examples and understood that the decks had been 

stacked against them all along. 

 In the real world, we do not carry sets of cards with us, but we do engage in a similar system. In 

encountering others, we project a set of cues that indicate various aspects of our identity, and the 

recipient evaluates and understands them relative to their own. Butler (1997) argues that this 

represents an oppressive and dehumanizing system, 

Bound to seek recognition of its own existence in categories, terms, and names that are 

not of its own making, the subject seeks the sign of its own existence outside itself, in a 

discourse that is at once dominant and indifferent. Social categories signify 

subordination and existence at once. In other words, within subjection the price of 

existence is subordination” (p. 20). 

 We are trapped in a system where the most fundamental aspect of our experience with the 

world—our sense of self, of who we really are—is governed by an imperfect process of suggestion and 

implication, interpretation and recognition. A subconscious game of charades where we define 

ourselves through our speech, our clothing, our mannerisms, how we carry ourselves, and our stated 

cultural preferences, and through the filter of others’ capacity to recognize and situate those cues. 

Butler (2004) elaborates on this notion: 

Recognition implies that we see the Other as separate, but as structured psychically in 

ways that are shared… Recognition is neither an act that one performs nor is it 

literalized as the event in which we each “see” one another and are “seen”. It takes 

place through communication, primarily but not exclusively verbal, in which subjects are 
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transformed by virtue of the communicative practice in which they are engaged” (p. 

132). 

All of these processes, of performativity and recognition, operate against a set of social norms 

that have been established over the course of generations. This is where Said and Butler meet, as the 

social norms that dictate the way identity is established are derived from the same imperial influence 

that has so thoroughly shaped the modern age. As previously stated, this is the imperial discourse that 

sought to establish the centrality of white, male, heterosexual, Christian identity as the pinnacle of 

humanity and define all forms of personal identity by their relation to that model. Butler (2004) argues 

that these norms, pervasive though they may be, are challenged by the interrogative process of identity 

making: 

Although there are norms that govern what will and will not be real, and what will and 

will not be intelligible, they are called into question and reiterated at the moment in 

which performativity begins its citational practice. One surely cites norms that already 

exist, but these norms can be significantly deterritorialized through the citation. They 

can also be exposed as non-natural and non-necessary when they take place in a context 

and through a form of embodying that defies normative expectation (p. 218).  

The issue of intelligibility is key to understanding and counteracting achievement gaps. If 

longstanding imperial influences have established a dominating discourse in education, then it is 

possible to view educational disparities like achievement gaps in terms of intelligibility. While some 

students recognize themselves in the style and content of hegemonic educational practices—and are 

recognized by institutions and educators—some students do not see themselves and are not duly 

recognized or understood. Administrators and educators alike passed through the same educational 

systems that reinforce these disparities today, and many have done so uncritically, leaving them 
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ignorant of the larger structural effects that disadvantage students from non-dominant groups.  Butler 

(2004) addresses the idea that rendering some groups unintelligible is tantamount to oppression: 

To be called unreal, and to have that call, as it were, institutionalized as a form of 

differential treatment, is to become the other against which the human is made. It is the 

inhuman, the beyond the human, the less than human, the border that secures the 

human in its ostensible reality. To be called a copy, to be called unreal, is thus one way 

in which one can be oppressed. But consider that it is more fundamental than that. For 

to be oppressed means that you already exist as a subject of some kind, you are there as 

the visible and oppressed other for the master subject as a possible or potential 

subject…To be unreal is something else again. For to be oppressed one must first 

become intelligible. To find that one is fundamentally unintelligible (indeed, that the 

laws of culture and of language find one to be an impossibility) is to find that one has 

not yet achieved access to the human. It is to find oneself speaking only and always as if 

one were human but with the sense that one is not. It is to find that one’s language is 

hollow, and that no recognition is forthcoming because the norms by which recognition 

takes place are not in one’s favor” (pp. 217-218). 

Achievement gaps are the result of certain groups of students—Indigenous and African Nova 

Scotian, in our provincial context—being denied this access to the human. The language that surrounds 

this issue rings of condescension, “below average”, “does not meet outcomes”, or “fails to achieve”, 

that ranks the foundations of Indigenous of African-Nova Scotian identity relative to their adherence to 

established norms; the degree to which they are intelligible within existing educational constructs. 

These groups are entirely intelligible, in their own right, but a system where they are institutionally 

conceived as Other cannot provide—and often cannot conceive of—the necessary recognition or 

intelligibility required for a functioning and just program of education.  Addressing achievement gaps 
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requires the disruption of deeply-rooted practices that have gone unchallenged for generations. To do 

this, we must consider how these systems reproduce themselves, how knowledge is created and 

consumed in the modern marketplace of ideas, and how to develop educational methods that might 

end oppressive practices.  

 

The elements 

If the fundamental causes of achievement gaps are institutional biases built around imperial and 

colonial worldviews and the struggle for intelligibility in a framework built upon denying it, then we 

must consider a variety of alternative approaches to the problem. Hip hop, though it is frequently 

reductively conflated with rap music or taken as shorthand for urban black aesthetic, is a multifaceted 

culture with incredible educational potential. Today, hip hop is a global culture, finding both fans and 

practitioners in almost every country on earth. A study by Mauch, MacCallum, Levy, and Leroi (2015) 

showed that no other cultural phenomenon has had a larger impact on subsequent cultural production. 

This includes the birth of rock & roll, The Beatles and the British Invasion, MTV, Star Wars, and countless 

other significant cultural touchstones that, despite their profound influence, have not matched the 

power of hip hop.  

 Much of this is due to the fact that hip hop is primarily concerned with representation, 

particularly representation of identities that exist in opposition to hegemonic discourse, especially in its 

regional manifestations around the world. As it has globalised, hip hop culture has also become hyper-

localized. Rather than mimicking the style and content of famous Western hip hop artists, practitioners 

around the world take the elements of hip hop and treat them like a template—a methodology—that 

allows them to represent their own identities, context, and culture. In hip hop culture, it would be 

illogical for a rapper in Buenos Aires to use New York slang and rap about life in the Bronx. Instead, 



12 
 

regional slang, local landmarks and points of reference, and issues relevant to the context in which it 

was created give hip hop the ability to facilitate representation. To make sense of this, however, we 

must first examine the elements of hip hop culture and consider how they function.  

Hip hop culture is comprised of four central forms of creative expression—The Elements—and 

has its own language, fashion, worldview, and politics that some consider to be equally foundational. 

Despite its growth and popularity, the philosophies behind the elements remain and inform everything 

from chart-topping rap songs to how young people process and create knowledge in the twenty-first 

century media landscape. The elements are: Graffiti, DJing, Breaking, and MCing. The central theme that 

connects all of these elements is, as noted, personal expression and representation. Through the 

elements, hip hop practitioners are able to interact with their environment, their peers, and their own 

identities. 

 Graffiti has existed for as long as there have been walls and writing tools. Gossip, political 

sloganeering, crude jokes, and popular philosophy scrawled onto walls in public spaces have always 

been a part of metropolitan life (Reisner, 1971). The modern graffiti movement, linked to hip hop 

culture, has slightly different motivations. In early 1971, “TAKI 183” started to appear throughout the 

New York City subway system. A New York Times investigation eventually learned that it was the work 

of a postal worker, nicknamed Taki, who lived on 183rd St. In hopes of achieving a degree of fame, the 

postal worker hoped to write, or tag, this signature on as many trains as possible (Chang, 2005). For 

many young people growing up on the margins of New York City’s outer boroughs, the idea that 

someone who was virtually invisible in a city of millions could make their name known all over the city 

by painting it on trains was empowering. Long before galleries and collectors paid attention to graffiti, 

notoriety came from an artist’s ability to have their name or work up in all boroughs—known as going 

All City—thereby demonstrating their prowess while making their mark upon the world. 
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Of course, much of this was done illegally, and the ethics and application of this practice have 

been reconsidered wherever graffiti has appeared. For example, in Halifax, Nova Scotia, where there are 

no commuter trains passing through the city, many graffiti artists go where the few passenger trains do 

go and paint the undersides of train bridges, a clever inversion of the New York City model. On the other 

side of the world, from Tunisia to Tehran, artists are fusing intricate wildstyle graffiti with traditional 

Arabic calligraphy and political messaging (see El Seed, A1one). Setting aside legal considerations, 

Forman (2002) has argued extensively that taking space, an act of radical agency, is a fundamental 

aspect of hip hop culture. Going into places that are forbidden, exclusive, or have been previously 

denied is a matter of staking a claim—both as an individual, and for hip hop culture, as a whole—like a 

flag planted on the moon, serving as a reminder that socio-cultural barriers can be broken down, and 

that someone was there.  

The epicentre of hip hop culture was, in its formative years, the DJ. What distinguishes the hip 

hop DJ from other disc jockeys is a postmodern approach to music production. Where the function of 

other DJs is to transition seamlessly between songs, hip hop DJs use two turntables and a mixer to 

create layered compositions, blending together elements from multiple records playing at the same 

time to create a cohesive new musical composition. These spontaneous, rhythm-driven creations serve 

as a platform for dancers, specifically b-boys and b-girls (the b stands for breakbeats—sections of a song 

where all but the drums and/or bass stop playing for a moment that, recontextualized, form the 

percussive foundation of hip hop music), and for MCs, whose rhyming lyrics originally consisted of little 

more than exhortations for the audience to appreciate what the DJ was doing.  

While this represented a sea change in terms of musical production, the conceptual approach, 

reflecting from Jameson’s (1985, 1993) idea of postmodern pastiche, is a radical reimagining of cultural 

production. Sampling, or taking something from one source and applying it to a new context, is 

conceptually similar to academic writing. In both cases, an argument is created, either based on or in 
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response to an existing idea, and external sources are brought in to support and augment the central 

thesis. In effect, the way that a DJ might borrow a sample from a speech by Malcolm X, an act which not 

only brings Malcolm X’ specific words into play, but also draws in the famous orator’s cultural capital, is 

very similar to the way a scholar will use quotes from recognized and authoritative works to bolster their 

own arguments. This reference-based model carries far more information than what is literally stated in 

the sampled or quoted material, as the sources act as a point of reference, evoking conceptual worlds 

for those with the literacy to receive them. Where a piece of music is traditionally composed ‘out of thin 

air’ (though it should be stated that even this form of ‘original’ composition relies on a knowledge of 

previous compositions and well-trod musical theory), hip hop production generates thick work, 

supported and filled out by multiple streams of meaning containing a wealth of referential information 

that traditional composition often lacks.  

Breaking, or break dancing, started as an acrobatic way for young b-boys and b-girls to show off 

innovative moves at parties. Very quickly, however, it grew into something far more practical. Hip hop 

was born in a part of the world where youth culture was dominated by street gangs. Chang (2005) states 

that, in the Bronx in the early 1970s there were more than 100 active gangs, numbering more than 

11,000 members (p.50). One of the factors that helped to popularize the nascent hip hop culture was 

the fact that many of its pioneers were gang-affiliated and actively advocated for hip hop as an 

alternative to violence. Everyone was welcome at parties and gatherings. The elements of hip hop, 

particularly breaking, became a tool for conflict resolution. When there was tension between gangs, 

instead of meeting in darkened parks and alleyways to fight with bats and knives, gangs would pit their 

best b-boys against their rivals’ best. Victors would be chosen based on whoever was the most 

impressive, stylistically, and losers would be left to try and improve for their next outing.  

As a conflict resolution tool, breaking provided an alternative to violence rooted in creative and 

physical activity. It also afforded dancers the opportunity to bring their own cultural background into 
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their practice. Nearly every culture in the world has some form of traditional dance, giving breakers the 

opportunity to add to popular breaking styles with elements of their own heritage. Further, battling (the 

name given to elements-based competitions pitting individuals or groups against one another) extends 

to graffiti writers, DJs, and MC, as well, and is analogous to classical debate in that success depends on 

practice, preparation, and responsiveness to opposing arguments. In what is effectively trial by style, 

dedication to personal skill development is essential. 

The final element is perhaps the best known for the four: The MC. Referring to a Master of 

Ceremonies, a Microphone Controller, or any number of clever alternatives that have been imagined 

over the years, this element refers specifically to the art of rapping. What began as rhyming couplets 

intended to excite the crowd and inspire the dancefloor changed character dramatically in 1979 with the 

recording of the first hip hop records, The Fatback Band’s “King Tim III” and the Sugarhill Gang’s 

“Rapper’s Delight” (Chang, 2005). Moving from a situated practice that required physical attendance to 

participate in to a commodity—a record that can be taken home and played at any time—upset the 

hierarchy of hip hop. On a record, the DJ’s techniques were rendered invisible as the real time act of 

mixing records to make a beat crystalized into a static, reproducible product. The MC, on the other 

hand, found increasingly less value in rhyming party instructions and started shifting focus toward 

developing a more sophisticated approach to both style and content. Within five years of the first rap 

music recordings, MCs were commonly using their platform as the popular voice of the culture to 

comment on social conditions, injustice, politics, and daily life leading Chuck D of Public Enemy to refer 

to rap as “black America’s TV station” (Leland, 1988, p. 48) for its value as a source of information. As 

hip hop spread around the world, it continues to be a strong voice for black communities, but has also 

become a vehicle for expression for all people; a stylistic cultural template that can be adapted to 

virtually any context or identity.  
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Today, rap lyricism is a fascinating site for the interrogation of language, social justice, identity 

and other fields of interest to the humanities. Fundamentally, rap lyrics, as is the case with all of the 

elements, is enacted through an advanced form of signification. A reference-based rhetorical system 

that evokes what it references while simultaneously giving it new meaning in a new context. It is also 

incumbent upon MCs to speak to who they are, their own identity, and their own environment. In 

focusing on personal expression, the inclusion of local dialect, geographical landmarks, and regional 

worldviews helps to establish authenticity (even if it is cloaked in boastfulness and metaphor) while 

generating relevant social discourse.  

  Taken together, the elements of hip hop and their underlying philosophies present a fascinating 

educational opportunity. De Leon (2004) says, “Hip hop is the dominant language of youth culture, and 

those of us who work with young people need to speak their language” (p. 1). Understanding the 

motivations behind hip hop’s elements offers some idea of how consumers of hip hop culture see and 

know the world around them.  As such, hip hop minded scholars have, in the last decade, adapted a 

critically-informed Hip Hop Based Education that draws classroom methods from hip hop’s elements 

and addresses ideas of representation and intelligibility in a unique way.   

Hip hop based educational practices take advantage of the popular appeal of culture and 

leverage that against the critical modes of representation found in its elements. Much of what qualifies 

as HHBE leans heavily on rap music in classrooms, including textual interpretation to supplement 

language arts (Hill, 2009; Hill & Petchauer, 2014), supporting the creation and presentation of lyrics and 

poetry (Mooney, 2006), art and music education (MacDonald, 2016), framing debates as rap battles 

(Ball, 2013), and using hip hop elements to make STEM education relevant and exciting for urban youth 

(Emdin, 2017). The applications of HHBE across the curricular spectrum are far-ranging and inventive. 

Where HHBE’s early years relied primarily on textual and historical analysis, Hill and Petchauer (2013) 
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have highlighted new approaches, focusing on first hand efforts, that have exposed new possibilities for 

the future of the field: 

After these initial historical and descriptive accounts, subsequent scholarship provided 

concrete curricular and pedagogical strategies for linking hip hop to effective 

educational praxis. Often drawing from the principles of critical pedagogy (e.g., Freire, 

1970) and culturally responsive teaching (e.g., Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994), such 

work demonstrated how rap songs could be used to teach academic skills and content 

(Alexander-Smith, 2004; Hallman, 2009; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002; Wakefield, 

2006), as well as different dimensions of critical literacy (Akom, 2009, Alim, 2007; 

Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2005, Ginwright, 2004; Hill, 2006; Morrell, 2004; Parmar, 

2005, Stovall, 2006). From this thread of HHBE scholarship came systematic and 

standards-based hip hop curricula to support these kinds of educational efforts (e.g., 

Irby, 2006; Runell & Diaz, 2007) as well as initiatives and annual events at higher 

education institutions worldwide. (, 2014, p.1) 

The development of a systematic and standards-based approach to HHBE has elevated it from a 

novel, pop-culture-in-the-classroom approach to a practical educational methodology. Many have 

argued for the value of regionally-focused ethnographic work in HHBE (Kruse, 2016; Hill, 2009; Rashid, 

2016; Rodriguez, 2009, Metro-Roland, 2010) because hip hop’s cultural history has been thoroughly 

examined (Chang, 2005; Charnas, 2010; Ewoodzie, 2017) and the theoretical connections between hip 

hop elements and pedagogical practices have been well-established (Akom, 2009; Hill, 2009; Hill & 

Petchauer, 2014; Porfilio and Viola, 2012, Tinson & McBride, 2013; Turner, Visaya Hayes, & Way, 2013).  
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Remixing identity 

Peterson (2013) presents an interesting argument that we have transitioned from a Read Only 

culture to a Write/Read culture meaning that, while cultural products like books, film, and music once 

stood as singular works consumed more or less as intended by the creator, a postmodernist shift—one 

that is exemplified by the sampling work of hip hop DJs—has spawned a new model where cultural 

products also contribute to the creation of new works through the concept of the remix. Lessig clarifies, 

“Remix is collage; it comes from combining elements of Read Only culture; it succeeds by leveraging the 

meaning created by the reference to build something new.” (2008, p. 76) This argument brings us back 

to Butler (2004), and the aforementioned idea that meaning is deconstructed and constructed in the act 

of presenting it:  

Although there are norms that govern what will and will not be real, and what will and 

will not be intelligible, they are called into question and reiterated at the moment in 

which performativity begins its citational practice. One surely cites norms that already 

exist, but these norms can be significantly deterritorialized through the citation. They 

can also be exposed as non-natural and non-necessary when they take place in a context 

and through a form of embodying that defies normative expectation (p. 218).  

The way that hip hop represents identity is reminiscent of this citational practice. Both DJing and 

MCing, whose principles inform rap music, are reference-based. MCs use metaphors and similes to 

evoke images with multiple layers of meaning, they use regional landmarks to situate themselves 

geographically, they repeat or modify well known lyrics, they redefine words by context and are 

understood to varying degrees depending on the cultural literacy of the listener. DJs and producers can 

sample from obscure recordings, wildly popular hits, and anything in between, from solitary notes to 

whole melodies, to establish certain moods, and layer them with vocal samples from other songs, 



19 
 

spoken word recordings, or pop culture. To truly understand the musical side of hip hop culture, 

consumers must recognise and decode the significance of several diverse elements and the meanings 

that are generated by placing them together.  As we strive for intelligibility we enact cues and 

representations that require recognition on the part of others, our identities, too, are reference-based, 

making hip hop culture an apt venue for knowledge creation that mirrors existing, if unconscious, 

practices.  

If hip hop is the lingua franca of youth culture and has instilled in them an innate sense of 

representational cultural production—as both a product of hegemonic values and the source of counter-

hegemonic personal or cultural expression—then hip hop should be considered a valuable educational 

tool. It is a cultural framework that reaches across traditional cultural divisions and provides a common 

ground for the exploration of diverse identities, cultures, and contexts. That said, combatting 

institutional biases and unintelligibility requires more than opportunities for individual and cultural 

expression.  Said (1993) says,  

The major task, then, is to match the new economic and socio-political dislocations and 

configurations of our time with the startling realities of human interdependence on a 

world scale. If the Japanese, East European, Islamic, and Western instances express 

anything in common it is that a new critical consciousness is needed, and this can be 

achieved only by revised attitudes to education. Merely to urge students to insist on 

one’s own identity, history, tradition, uniqueness may initially get them to name their 

basic requirements for democracy and the right to an assured, decently humane 

existence. But we need to go on to situate these in a geography of other identities, 

peoples, cultures, and then to study how, despite their differences, they have always 

overlapped one another, through unhierarchical influence, crossing, incorporation, 

recollection, deliberate forgetfulness, and, of course, conflict (pp. 330-331). 
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In order to correct the structural imbalances that have been so thoroughly established it is 

essential that people collectively work toward a greater ability to recognize and appreciate cultural 

differences and the structures of power in which they exist. The efficacy of HHBE practices on an 

international scale have been documented in the work of Porfilio and Viola (2012), Alim, Ibrahim, & 

Pennycook (2010), and Bell (2017),  and are supported by a wealth of research on hip hop cultural 

practices outside of the North American mainstream that highlight the unique characteristics of 

geographically diverse hip hop communities (Saucier & Silva, 2014; Thompson, 2008; Fredericks, 2014; 

Berggren, 2014; Putnam & Schicker, 2014; Bertot, 2014; Ibrahim, 2017; Drury, 2017; Maira & Shihade, 

2012; Ramsdell, 2012; Hornberger & Swineheart, 2012; Marsh, 2012; Bertot, 2014; MacDonald, 2016; 

McGuire, 2011). Understanding how HHBE works in international contexts, or even other Canadian 

contexts, helps to understand how it may be effective within the Nova Scotia school system.  

Hip Hop Based Education can be a path toward overturning historical injustice in the framing of 

education and a means toward establishing greater potential for intelligibility if teachers-in-training can 

develop a functional fluency with hip hop culture and use that fluency to develop better lines of inter-

cultural communication. Many (Bridges, 2011; O’Conor, 2016; Grant, 1989, Haberman, 1991; King & 

Ladson-Billings, 1990; Schmeichel, 2012; Zeichner, 1992) have held up hip hop as a point of access for 

educators wishing to incorporate culturally relevant content because of its capacity to represent diverse 

cultural identities in a familiar framework. Achievement gaps appear when there are structural 

inequities that represent dominant culture and exclude non-dominant cultures. The resulting framework 

is an invisible system that advantages some while disadvantaging others. Worse, the same system limits 

the capacity of educators to recognize the failings of the system, because the people who suffer most 

under it are rendered unintelligible, something to be managed rather than understood. Hip hop culture, 

which, despite the mainstreaming of North American rap music, retains much of its critical nature and is 

particularly well suited to challenge hegemonic institutions and give agency to those in search of 
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intelligibility. In challenging systems of power, representing identity in a way that resembles the 

machinations of Butlerian performativity, and providing a broad forum for cross-cultural engagement, 

HHBE is well-positioned to combat the causes and effects of achievement gaps, in Nova Scotia, and 

beyond.  
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